There is a prominent phenomenon in the religious life of Vietnam, which is the emergence of "new religions". These phenomena have not only made the religious space of the nation more complex and multi-dimensional but also challenged stability and sustainable development within the religious communities in this key economic region. Having studied the new religious phenomenon in recent years, we have noted its progress and widespread characteristics within the ethnic communities. While it may appear that "new religion" is a simple and gentle concept and practice, it is in fact, intrinsically related to and has significant implications on the social life of the community members. However, there is a growing concern, considerable suspicion and anxiety with regards to its impacts on individuals, families, social and cultural traditions, beliefs and religions; many have opined that it 
Introduction
Vietnam is a country of many ethnicities and multiple religions. Several religions have existed for a long time and cohabitated with Vietnam's ethnic groups such as Buddhism, Taoism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Cao Dai, Hoa Hao. These religions intermingle with Vietnamese traditional culture and become part of the cultural institutions in Vietnam today. There are also mainstream religions practiced by some ethnic minority communities such as Brahmanism in Champa, Theravada Khmer communities in the South Vietnam and Hindu communities from India, Malaysia and Vietnamese people of Indian origin, living in Ho Chi Minh City, Binh Duong and certain western provinces in southern Vietnam. New religions are a new theoretical and practical issue in Vietnam. Around the world this issue has been studied for many years, with many published works. However, direct research on this issue in Vietnam is still modest, with few scholars and researchers turning their attention to it. In this article, we provide an overview of the current state of the study of new religions in Vietnam as pioneered by domestic researchers.
The typical studies
Various studies have been conducted to explore the phenomenon of "new religions". Professor Dang Nghiem Van, who is the author of many works on religious theory and practices in Vietnam, laid the basis for the Religious Studies of Vietnam. The author is credited for his analysis of "new religions", classification of the new religious phenomena on the basis of their generic features, identifying the sources for its spread and propagation. He proposed that new religions be studied systematically which would eventually help the respective state authorities adopt an informed perspective and help in efficient management.
In the article, Religious Processes through Human History ( Van, 1999) and the book, Theory of Religion and Religion in Vietnam, he gave a general overview of religious movements in history. The author outlined five religious morphologies corresponding to five historical periods associated with major changes in religion. The morphology which corresponds to the "globalization trend" period is the religion that developed and adjusted itself to the drift of globalization evident in the post-industrial era. He reiterated that one of the critical issues of the given period would concern the issues affecting our understanding of alternative modes of religious practices. He also opined that the "new religions", a relatively new phenomenon started evolving in Vietnam during the time when the state was involved in the process of integrating with globalization. 2 Within a historical framework, he argued that the religious movements are essentially dimensions of movements of humanity. He evaluated the new religions as floating and observed that majority of these religions tend to veer towards an extremist or counter-cultural perspective, albeit having counter examples where some of these newly evolving religions have been impactful when analysed according to their social and political dimensions. Van's work has been one of the first studies on new religions in Vietnam. It provided important information about the context of his research. In the article titled, New things appearing in religious life today, Van (1999) , documented the long process of the evolution of these new religions and asserted that the major cause of the boom and the emergence of new religious phenomena in the society was "the transition from a mechanized society to an intellectual one with a global character" (Van, 1999) . Do Quang Hung, another noted scholar articulated the nature of these new religions, and raised methodological issues and principles for approaching new religious phenomena. Firstly, he considered this as important to clarify the conceptual boundaries of a few related terms and concepts such as communion, denomination, major religion, heresy, new religious names and so on. The author argued that through the analysis of the relationship between traditional beliefs and new religious phenomena one can perceive an important aspect of the transformation of beliefs, specifically, in the context of Vietnam. He observed that "all new religious phenomena seem to try to take advantage of the spiritual philosophy, rituals, and activity forms of the various indigenous beliefs to develop"(Hung, 2011).
The author classified new religions in Vietnam according to their specific characteristics and properties: religious forms completely new to Vietnam, forms related to Buddhism, sects closed to popular folk beliefs, extreme types of behavior, and unidentified types. He observed that the emergence of new religions "seem most unusual in the eyes of Vietnamese" 3 . He presented insights on theoretical and methodological concerns from his in-depth consultations and field research on the new religions in VinhPhuc: Church Longhuamaitreya and Jade Buddha -Ho Chi Minh Group.
He observed that pluralism in religion is an important aspect of new religions that seeks to alter religious systems and tends to threaten, both the cultural identity and the law of the land. However, he too, suggested that a more comprehensive analysis of the same is necessary which could potentially improve the "policies on religious renewal of the present day Vietnam Party and State." 4 His understanding of "religious reconfiguration", wherein he conceived religion as an intellectual resource is significant in our understanding of new religious phenomena. This conceptualisation helps in tracing the transition from traditional belief systems and doctrines to reconfigured beliefs and the doctrines of the new religions. The term "reconfiguration" reflects the constant change, movement, instability and uncertainty integral to new religions.
Mai Thanh Hai, an eminent scholar of new religions has contributed significantly and many of his articles, Doomsday and the phenomenon of extreme religions, The doctrines of farmers in the Mekong River Delta: From Buu Son KyHuong, Tu An Hieu Nghia to Lanh and Ong Nha Lon Doctrine and Baha'i Doctrine: its origin, the characteristics of its missionaries, and its introduction into Vietnam deserves mention. In pointing out extreme religions in the country such as Longhuamaitreya, Pha Toc, Supreme Master ChingHai, The Door of Heaven, the Holy Church, Falun Gon, to name a few, the author has outlined the relationship between the theory of doomsday and these extreme religions. He has argued that the cause of extreme religions and doomsday theory is the unintended implication and consequence of the development of modern science and technology and the growth of the industrial society that has caused environmental devastation, resource depletion, ozone thinning and perforation. In social terms, this includes crime, violence, increase in new diseases and the deterioration of traditional moral values etc. 5 Although the author has not clarified the characteristics of extreme religions, he has shown their social ramifications that includes panic, hopelessness, helplessness, and feelings of anxiety, insecurity and meaninglessness in the lives of the public. The author has warned that "exploring the extreme religions" should neither be confused with "spiritual activity" or with an understanding that "weird religions have no basis to arise and disturb the stability of human life" 6 . This advice is relevant for our research on "new religions" in Ho Chi Minh City.
Regarding the religions of southern farmers (Hung, 2010) , Hung describes and analyzes the characteristics, doctrine, and community activities of believers from Buu Son KyHuong, Tu An HieuNghia, Lanh and Ong Nha Lon and adds that they are religious to the extent that they have social organizations and parareligion. He further adds that religious sects consist of religious people that "sometimes carry a color of extremism and xenophobic nationalism in which many religions and sects have mixed superstition, multiple mysterious rituals and festivals, as well as sometimes used magic spells at a low level" 7 . Although the author did not use the term "new religion", he has indicated the characteristics of parareligions or the religions that seem to be "recycled traditional doctrines" which include multiple doctrines fused in them which have diverse beliefs and secularity, often referred to as "messianic religion". Theoretically, placing new religious phenomenon in the overall history of the religious situation in Vietnam and using data and statistics from religious organizations and the Government Committee for Religions to study their progression have been of significant importance. Such a process has allowed him to demonstrate new religions as being part of the evolution of religious changes in Vietnam, map the entire range of evolution of religious thought in the given context, cite and examine the problems concerning the implementation of the policy about religious affairs.
His analysis has made other scholars probe into the nature and implications of a few local religions such as Buu Son KyHuong as a social precursor to the emergence and development of Tu An Hieu Nghia, Pure Land to name a few. 10 The author additionally opines that the historical backdrop of the emergence of Ha Mon religion and the Duong Van Minh perhaps can be traced back to Christianity 11 . He further assesses the religions in terms of their complex nature, their social impact, concerns regarding the lack of knowledge of these new religions and an absence of policies and written sanctions that might have significant effects on the management of these religions. 12 Nguyen Quoc Tuan suggested reviewing the term new religions and defended his use of the term in the following manner:
"The term of new religious phenomena that I use here is not meant to be distinguished from the traditional religions introduced into Vietnam since the beginning of AD to this century, and agricultural and indigenous religions. And this term, in the broadest sense, also refers to spiritual, mystical, pseudo-scientific phenomena which appear more and more, not only in a certain class of persons." 13 Methodologically, he suggested that religion is supposed to be understood as "a holistic phenomenon of society, morale, and spirituality. Therefore, the study of religion is not just a few methods of several scientific disciplines to draw conclusions." He calls for a more involved, experiential perspective of studying religions. He asserts, that "the basis for study and religious policy making must be based on the reality of each people (nation), a Hanoi that includes the number of strange religions, the number of believers, strange religion's life, and other related social issues. 24 Through the general report of a survey about strange religions in Hanoi, we find that new religious forms appear more vigorously and more actively in the Northern Delta. Although the studies, investigations and surveys are being carried out urgently and scientists have valuable data and information for the study of new religions, publications and academic exchanges on this subject remain modest.
Some representative scientific research on the culture and beliefs of religions in the South, Southeast and Ho Chi Minh City include the scientific research project of Prof. Ngo Van Le, The characteristics of beliefs, religions and cultural activities of the Southern communities (2010) which is a monograph with comprehensive research on religions and cultural activities of ethnic communities in the South. This project has clarified many issues on the situation and characteristics, religious activities and religious and traditional culture of ethnic groups in the South (Vietnamese, Khmer, Hoa, and Cham). In addition to the outline of the characteristics of beliefs, religions and culture of each ethnic group, the project also forecasts about the movement and changes of religious beliefs. This scientific study helps the team continue to inherit and study new religions based on the existing foundation of humanity and the kind of environment that the society provides in the southern region, as well as further clarify the impact and influence of these elements on new religions.
A massive and sophisticated scientific study of a group from the Department of Philosophy, HCM city-Vietnam National University of Social Sciences and Humanities investigating the problem of lifestyle and thinking of the community of Vietnamese in the South East in the process of innovation and current international integration (2011) clarified the situation, appearance, and characteristics of thinking inherent in the traditional lifestyle of the Vietnamese community in the Southeast region and offered suggestions and solutions to develop the thinking. A major contribution of this project was to clarify the cultural and spiritual life of the Southeast, which obviously was also a factor impacting the cultural and spiritual life of the community of new religious believers. A scientific study: "Ho Chi Minh City cultural address," with four episodes written by Prof. Tran Van Giau and researcher Tran Bach Dang described not only place, characters and events but also gave a comprehensive outline of the appearance and characteristics of thoughts and beliefs in Ho Chi Minh City (1998). A scientific research at municipal level: The urgent problems of religious life in Ho Chi Minh City in recent years edited by Prof. Do Quang Hung, is also a monograph on religious life in Ho Chi Minh City with reliable statistics from trusted sources and fieldwork, interviews of participants and results of sociological survey data. This provided a panoramic image of religious life in Ho Chi Minh City and raised issues for both religious organizations and the State management of religion and religious work. The topic was commissioned in 2009 but the urgency of issues that arose regarding the religious life in Ho Chi Minh City and the realistic aspects of religious life specifically, remain valuable.
In order to have a deep and broad foundational understanding of culture and religion in Vietnam, a few previous works deserves mention (Appendix 1). The research team is particularly focused on these local religions as some Western scholars considered these religions to be the new religious form. 25 On the other hand, in the light of history, these local religions have a certain relevance to the new religions derived from indigenous beliefs and religions in Vietnam and specifically Ho Chi Minh City today. New religions in Ho Chi Minh City seem like a group of trees growing on the fertile ground of southern culture, creeds and religions. Thus, when studying them, we must have extensive background knowledge. The team acknowledges the same and therefore, has referred to most of the meticulous and credible work on this topic by established scholars (For a full list of references see Appendix 2). In addition to these, there are many research materials from dissertations, theses, websites on the subject of culture, creeds, religions in the South with the data and annual reports of Ho Chi Minh City departments (The Committee for Religious, Affairs Department, the Department of Culture -InformationTourism, etc.) that were consulted and we do propose future scholars to take note of these alternative sources for acquiring a more detailed and contemporary perspective on the situation of new religions in Vietnam.
Discussion
We conclude the article with a few observations regarding new religions in Vietnam. This is an objective phenomenon in human life. In many, not all work that has explored the dimension of new religions we often encounter gaps in our understanding and awareness of a specific phenomenon, encounter multiple views and different opinions about the name, origin, nature, characteristics and types of new religions. So far, the idea of what constitutes a new religion is still fuzzy, because they are so diverse in form and uncertain in nature. However, the activities and spread of new religious communities in the provinces and cities in Vietnam is an ongoing process. The new religions have posed many problems in terms of awareness and attitudes towards religious affairs. The issues challenge theory and practice, raising questions such as "Are the new religions good or evil?", "Are they existing with each other positively or opposing and conflicting with contemporary society?" There are questions on the extent of their influence, the reactions of society and on how best to implement the right policies and laws on these religions by the Party and State of Vietnam. The problem is not just concerns or suspicions of society but also the imperative of the present life that requires scholars in the field of social and humanities to further study both the theory and practice of the new religions.
From the results of research projects and regarding research on the new religion in Vietnam, we believe that: "Religion is a new organizational form ………..They reflect the large fluctuations of cultural life, the spirit of contemporary society and the need for spiritual transformation of a group of people in the cultural environment…..specific society" 26 .
There are many contributions to the continuous study of new religions, which are guidelines for research methods, approach principles, ideas, comments and suggestions about the appearance, characteristics and classification of new religions. They are practical and valuable contributions to the research of the team.
The research classifies new religions in Vietnam as follows: New religions of indigenous origins; New religions from the religious syncretic; New religions derived from Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism.
Initially, we studied some specific new religions in Vietnam. However, it was later found that the study of new religions in Vietnam, in general, and Ho Chi Minh City, in particular, should be pursued to analyse deeply and more systematically both theoretical and practical issues, such as:
Further clarification of the definition and characteristics of the new religions is required. Clarification regarding some specific new religions which exist in Vietnam is important for any such studies (For example, Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons; Falun Gong; I Guan Tao, Krishna Bhakti; Sai Baba). The factors of society, cognition and psychology in relation to the transformation of beliefs towards new religions are to be studied in depth. The social role of new religions, general assessments and forecasts become important for any analyses. Currently, most researchers represent their views through short articles, so in-depth, detailed, monograph-length studies are still lacking. Nguyen Quoc Tuan opines that "...there are not really long-term studies and more detailed works as well as serious assessments about this phenomenon from the researchers and authorities. The system of theory and new research methods is still in the initial step." 27 Currently, the researchers are carrying out scholarly work on the basis of these studies and hope to obtain deeper and more valuable research on new religions to capture the changes in indigenous religious life.
